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Praise for Own Up!


			“Leading a large, national organization that is very much dependent upon the performance of its people is a challenge, let alone trying to transform behaviors to shift the culture of the organization. Having a common approach and language to managing performance and holding people accountable to desired behaviors and outcomes is critical to success. This book is an essential primer for doing just that.”

			—John Mulcahy, chairman, Mirvac Group; former senior executive, Commonwealth Bank Australia; and CEO, Suncorp

			“I’ve worked in the past with Jen Long as an executive coach both to my myself and to leaders in the organizations within which I have worked. She was quick to impress with a unique ability to call any manager or executive at any level on their own bullsh*t in an eye-opening way to create a unique level of self-awareness and internal desire, and commitment, to change. Reading her book is no different than the countless career- and organization-changing conversations I’ve had with Jen. The call to change, improve, be better, and hold one’s self and one’s team accountable is strong and cries out delightfully loud in Jen’s own terrifically impactful and tremendously inspiring voice.”

			—Josh LeFebvre, director of learning and development, 
RSM Consulting

			“Leading an organization is all about guiding people toward a vision. You should have daily conversations with your team and stakeholders about where things are and where they need to be. This book is foundational for these key conversations, which are essential to business and raising team performance. I was fortunate enough to work with Jen early in my career and have continued to call on her expertise during my career transitions. I highly recommend this book for anyone who manages people.”

			—Karrie Trauth, former director and program manager, Northrop Grumman Ship Systems; current senior vice president, Shell Shipping & Maritime

			“I was initially skeptical to work with an executive coach, imagining someone who spoke in corporate jargon and who wasn’t relatable. From the moment Jen walked into my office wearing skull boots, my concerns vanished! She is easy to talk with and has an innate ability to quickly and effectively help identify common and not-so-common barriers that leaders face. She has been a wonderful sounding board and has always provided authentic and practical insights that have helped me grow in my career and in life. This book is an outstanding extension of her coaching expertise.”

			—Jennifer Dunn, communications executive, protocol and special events leader

			“Jen provides a thoughtful approach to leadership that combines accountability with respectfulness and innovative strategies with time-trusted tactics. She’s helped me to be more self-aware and challenged me to think of every interaction as an opportunity to grow and learn.” 

			—Jennifer Boykin, defense executive, US Merchant Marine Academy alumnus and board member, STEM advocate

		

		
			[image: Own Up! How to Hold People Accountable Without All the Drama by Jennifer T. Long]

		

	
		
			Copyright © 2021 by Jennifer T. Long.

			All rights reserved.  No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without prior written consent of the author, except as provided by the United States of America copyright law.

			Published by ForbesBooks, Charleston, South Carolina.
Member of Advantage Media Group.

			ForbesBooks is a registered trademark, and the ForbesBooks colophon is a trademark of Forbes Media, LLC.

			Printed in the United States of America.

			10   9   8   7   6   5   4   3   2   1

			ISBN: 978-1-95588-407-5
LCCN: 2021918802

			Cover design and Illustrations by Angie Lee, Grindstone Graphics, Inc.
Photography by Mark G. Lewis.

			This custom publication is intended to provide accurate information and the opinions of the author in regard to the subject matter covered. It is sold with the understanding that the publisher, Advantage|ForbesBooks, is not engaged in rendering legal, financial, or professional services of any kind. If legal advice or other expert assistance is required, the reader is advised to seek the services of a competent professional.

			Advantage Media Group is proud to be a part of the Tree Neutral® program. Tree Neutral offsets the number of trees consumed in the production and printing of this book by taking proactive steps such as planting trees in direct proportion to the number of trees used to print books. To learn more about Tree Neutral, please visit www.treeneutral.com.

			Since 1917, Forbes has remained steadfast in its mission to serve as the defining voice of entrepreneurial capitalism. ForbesBooks, launched in 2016 through a partnership with Advantage Media Group, furthers that aim by helping business and thought leaders bring their stories, passion, and knowledge to the forefront in custom books. Opinions expressed by ForbesBooks authors are their own. To be considered for publication, please visit www.forbesbooks.com.

		

	
		
			This book is dedicated to my mother, Dr. Cynthia S. Thero—my mentor, my colleague, my partner in crime. Forever the teacher and coach, her lessons continue to be invaluable. She is the foundation of all that is here in this book.
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Introduction

			
Your Conversations Are Your Relationships 

			Whenever and wherever people work together for any reason, accountability is either a stated or assumed part of the deal, a tenet of the job, and the basis of any genuinely mutual agreement. Some of us do it well, and some of us don’t; however, we can all do better. Getting accountability right in the workplace continues to be a challenge across the globe and in organizations large, medium, and small. Conversations about accountability are pivotal conversations that can change everything. They can change results. They can change relationships. They can change culture.

			Many people today are looking for a rehumanized and more humane work experience. That demand is reflected in the changing titles organizations are using to name and redefine traditional human resource roles. People management is replacing talent management. In human resources departments, we see titles like VP of People or Manager of Employee Insights. Along with changes in titles and job descriptions, traditional performance reviews and management processes are getting tossed aside. There’s an increased need for interpersonal skills to be leveraged strategically in order for companies to stay competitive in business.

			It’s as if all the technology tools, platforms, apps, robots, artificial intelligence, and machine learning we have at our disposal have only made us more aware that we don’t succeed alone. Our work is something we share in common––with our teams, colleagues, direct reports, leaders, partners, and still others. In other words, our human connections are critical, even more so as we realize that much of our success in business is based on human capital; for some businesses, people are the sole differentiator. 

			Given workforce demographics and the growing economic demand that businesses emphasize attracting, developing, and retaining talent, managing and leading people have never been more challenging. Management teams are critical because in addition to the daily work of generating business results, most of the attracting, developing, and retaining of talent falls to them as well. Your managers—a relatively small percentage of the people in your business—are powerful stewards of your culture. And today, the management paradigm is shifting. We are moving from a view of managers who “marshal resources, lay out plans, and spur effort” to a view of individuals who can motivate and align, coordinate, develop talent, build and nurture relationships, and effectively balance demands.1 Additionally, their capacity to be good stewards has a unique twenty-first-century measure—called employee engagement—defined by the Gallup organization as “those who are involved in, enthusiastic about, and committed to their work and workplace” or to “going the extra mile.”2 Today, more than ever before, companies are using their organizational data to understand cultural challenges and management mindsets and to glean a stronger human capital strategy. 

			Accountability is repeatedly found to be an essential ingredient and a foundational driver of organizational success. Engagement in and of itself is not a strategy. It’s an outcome. It’s what you get when you already have accountability for performance. Engagement is what you get when management actually gets better at doing accountability well and consistently. 

			It’s the same old story. A survey conducted by CareerBuilder.com 
back in 2011 shows that as many as 58 percent of managers have not been formally trained to lead others.3 A Harvard Business survey showed that 69 percent of managers are uncomfortable communicating with employees, with 37 percent of those managers stating they are uncomfortable giving direct feedback.4 These results seem like yesterday’s news. Although communication is recognized as a fundamental area of capability, nearly all who perform in the role of managers and leaders struggle with one or more of the following: 

			
					Anxiety over having a tough performance conversation 

					Making incorrect assumptions about what employees know or understand about the work 

					Making snap judgments about why things went wrong or why things aren’t done 

					Not wanting to feel awkward when communicating disappointment or frustration

					Managing conflict, especially employees who can’t get along or team members with no trust in each other

					Being too nice instead of being super clear about poor performance

					Tapping into an employee’s intrinsic motivators to get them to initiate change or make improvements

					Losing patience when employees fail to take up their feedback or coaching efforts 

			

			We may not feel good about that list, but there is work we can do to address it. Not only does developing accountability skills within an organization dramatically enhance communication; doing so also develops skills in problem-solving, critical thinking, collaboration, feedback, and relationship building. And accountability skills are transferable insofar as they can be utilized across functions throughout a career. These skills are applicable at every level of management, from frontline to C-suite, and in every direction, including down-line to employees, across from peer to peer, and up-line to senior managers and leaders. 

			I’ve designed this book to directly address the very issues with which managers struggle most when it comes to implementing a clear and convincing approach to workplace accountability. I’ll offer you a blueprint that takes away the guesswork around conversations that are all too often perceived to be difficult, crucial, and fierce, when in fact they are none of those things. I’ll also show you how to remove the confusion and distress that typically accompany the way we understand and approach accountability and the things we end up saying—or otherwise conveying—when we attempt to address it. I well know that you can confront accountability issues without all the drama; I know, too, that once you begin practicing and developing the skills I’ll outline for you here, you’ll be much more comfortable with your work relationships and much more likely to see employee productivity and satisfaction rise as a result. 

			This book stitches together two key issues for managers seeking to drive accountability: effectively managing performance and 
effectively coaching and developing others. I distinguish these with good reason. There are many means to coach employee improvement, but study after study finds that investment in coaching is not paying off as anticipated. Managers feeling overwhelmed or underresourced, unprepared, and results-focused do not take or make the time to coach, and this is because they do not effectively hold employees accountable for their performance in the first place. If you can name it, they can own it. If they can own it, they can change it. If a manager cannot name it—meaning give the right feedback on the right thing—an employee cannot take ownership for their performance, and therefore they will not change that performance, rendering moot any effort to coach and develop that employee. This book offers you a framework for understanding why some communication techniques are preferable to others and a roadmap for plotting your skill-development journey so that your coaching efforts have a better chance of success. 

			Accountability at Work? Let’s Talk about Drama.

			My first love, and my first career, was directing theater. I studied theater in college and found the creative process wholly rewarding. For me, it’s the ultimate collaborative, team-centered experience for creative people, besides maybe being in a band. In the theater, you learn a lot about others—quickly. You have to tune in to people’s motivations and idiosyncrasies to see how you can leverage their strengths. The lessons of the theater are the lessons of working with people, of engaging in convincing dialogue, of creating desired emotional responses and outcomes. 

			The longer I’ve worked with corporate managers and leaders, the more acutely aware I’ve become of the ways that some big ideas from theater apply to accountability conversations.

			Unexpected Results/Events

			Let’s start with the idea of drama itself—it’s an exciting, emotional, or unexpected series of events or set of circumstances. When it comes to accountability, drama can be what happens in response to circumstances around poor performance. It can involve finger-pointing, the blame game, avoidance, denial, and a host of other high-stakes feelings and actions in which everyone gets worked up instead of being focused, calm, and reflective. In the theater, the key is to draw pleasure and enjoyment or at minimum to be moved by the characters engaged in the drama, whereas in the workplace, the key is to recognize the emotional responses for what they are instead of engaging or creating a spectacle. Habits of the theater actually offer us insight into how to disengage from the drama so as to be focused and reflective in your communications.

			Contextual Analysis around Expectations

			When you operate in terms of character and character motivation, you get really good at being able to stand outside a situation and see it through a more critical lens. You get good at taking a situation and evaluating it from multiple perspectives. This same capability gives managers the edge they need to remain outside the fray and do better performance analysis with their people. It also means they’re able to question their own motivations: Why am I responding in this manner? What do I want? Those are questions that live right next door to “What’s my expectation?”—which is the fundamental question when it comes to performance management and navigating accountability.

			Confidence in Conversation and Interaction with People

			Anyone who’s ever done improv, either as an actor or for fun or even at a corporate learning event, understands the power of “yes, and” as a tool for improvisational interaction effectiveness. Resistance in conversation—having to be right or needing to prove your point—is resistance in interaction. But accepting what’s been said—yes, and—is the easiest and fastest way to remain in a discovery phase and get closer to agreement or resolution. While it’s used as a story-building technique in improv, in a corporate environment, “yes, and” is an inviting and easy way to own the next step or pursue the next connection in a conversation. It provides anyone who’s tried it with a clear physical and emotional sense of what it feels like to be okay in a conversation that you don’t know where it’s going. It builds your muscle memory—when repetition over time gives you the ability to exercise with little or no conscious effort—around confidence in conversational interactions, and it’s a proven tool to deliver steady footing for engaging on just about any topic whatsoever.

			Collaborative Solution Building

			Notes are the closing ritual of every rehearsal. It’s the time when the director, the entire cast, and the design team sit together to discuss how the performance went, examining what worked, what didn’t, why, and what might yet be done. It’s the creative equivalent of performance feedback in real time. It’s immediate and relevant and is delivered with an expectation of ownership and proactive solution building. Cast members rely on this ritual to hone performance. This isn’t to say there isn’t pushback. But this expected and productive form of engagement and questioning is the bedrock of effective collaboration. A director cannot give a note about an actor’s awkward movement on stage and not honor the actor who may be struggling with a costume issue that prohibits the expected movement. The costume designer comes into the conversation to help determine how the end goal can be achieved without too much compromise of either costume design or effects. How could he move differently to get the effect the director wants? How can the costume be modified? How important is the movement effect to the scene? All of these questions are on the table, which is also to say that no one questions the intention of the note. This level of openness is critical to feedback, to problem-solving solutions, and to the ability to build cohesive teams.

			Role-Play

			The whole idea of theater is to step into another person’s shoes to perform a role, to embody their story and perspective, and to see how they see and speak how they speak. Actors sustain this skill for a full show; as an organizational learning tool, managers only need to do it for a few minutes. Role-playing demands that you change your frame in how you think or approach a situation. Even within those few minutes, role-play can be eye-opening. When others watch you, they see themselves and the flaws, both obvious and subtle, that are surfaced. And when we are actively engaged in role-playing, we can understand why we get the kind of responses we get from our employees. We realize how we are speaking to them, and we can feel the difference immediately, especially when we are attempting to speak in ways we do not normally engage. Role-play is the best practice forum for accountability. It is your communication gym, the place where you work out your approach to performance issues. 

			Let’s strip out the drama from your thinking about performance as a leader or manager or teammate. Let’s reduce the stress and eliminate the pain and frustration we all go through when things don’t come out as expected and when people let us down. Accountability should be an everyday kind of conversation—not a conversation reserved for moments when something has gone horribly wrong or when daily infractions have piled up so high they can no longer be ignored. These conversations can and should happen in the hallway on the way to or from a meeting; they’re not a formal event that needs tons of planning and preparation. Yes, this book will ensure that you’ll be prepared and have thought about that conversation, but you’ll also understand that preparation is not an eight-week process. And the more you practice, the faster you’ll be able to prepare—so much so that you’ll be able to have these conversations on the fly when you need to.

			I hinted earlier that many organizations have taken on the terms crucial and fierce as monikers for conversations focused on accountability. To a certain extent, I agree. I believe, for example, that Crucial Conversations is a fantastic book with excellent information to guide you through high-stakes conversations when relationships are at risk. The same holds true for the book Fierce Conversations, which addresses situations in which you’ve got to stand in your values in the moment, in whatever circumstances have given rise to drama. But I want to promise you this: if you practice accountability every day, you will reduce the need for anything fierce or crucial. Your ability to create clarity and own your expectations will trump the drama all day long.

			Get in the ring, and get a little sweaty. I dare you.

			In this book, it’s my intent to double down on the reference to Theodore Roosevelt’s “Citizenship in a Republic” speech that Brené Brown references in her book Daring Greatly:

			It is not the critic who counts; not the man who points out how the strong man stumbles, or where the doer of deeds could have done better. The credit belongs to the man who is actually in the arena, whose face is marred by dust and sweat and blood; who strives valiantly; who errs, who comes short again and again because there is no eﬀort without error and shortcoming; but who dares actually strive to do the deeds; who knows great enthusiasms, the great devotions; who spends himself in a worthy cause; who as the best knows in the end the triumph of high achievement, and who at the worst if he fails, at least fails while daring greatly so that his place shall never be with those cold and timid souls who neither know victory nor defeat.5

			Brown uses Roosevelt’s words to engender her baseline understanding of vulnerability: Vulnerability is the courage to get in there and do life.6 

			It’s in doing that I have learned all the lessons about accountability that I share with you in this book. I know from experience that accountability is an act of vulnerability, which is why the doing of it is so daunting. And because I’ve been shoulder to shoulder with hundreds of managers who dare to learn, practice, and apply accountability with others at work, I am intimately engaged with the struggle, the stumbling, the dust, and the sweat. I have learned from so many stories of the trials and tribulations that managers encounter every day with other people at work. And although I’m here to tell you that we overdramatize the amount of dust, sweat, and blood to expect, I still want to recognize and honor the fact that accountability remains a vulnerable act. That’s why Roosevelt’s words, and Brown’s recalling of them, remain significant to me. I want to inspire you to be bold, to dare greatly in your everyday encounters. But I also want you to know that your ability to be completely successful doing accountability
—with everyone you need to and on a regular basis—is completely within your grasp.

			It’s my passion for communication as an art form and my intimacy with language from a performance standpoint that have convinced me that conversation is an action and that it embodies our relationships. My training and my passion for performance have enabled me to work with people to develop the practice—and the art—of better communication for more powerful and more lasting outcomes. 

			My Accountability Habits Were Homegrown

			My work in corporate training and coaching is also intimately connected to family, friendships, and other close relationships. In a sense, I’ve been trained in this work all my life—which might explain why I believe that accountability ultimately starts at home. 

			There is a long and steady history in my family emphasizing taking responsibility for yourself and your actions. Growing up, it was a given that when you made a commitment to do something, you did it. Now, with my own children, we refer to this as “sticking to the deal.” For us, it’s a tribal rule. You don’t say you’ll get all your chores done before leaving to hang out with your friends and then change your mind when you get a call to go do something fun earlier than planned. Instead, you tell your friend you’ve got to get your chores done first. If you’re clever, you learn to enlist your friends to come help you, so you can go have fun earlier than scheduled. That might sound simple and quaint—something all good parents do. But they don’t—at least not consistently. And consistency is part of the recipe for habits of accountability to stick. It’s the “stickiness” in sticking to the deal.

			What I know now, after growing up in the family that I did, after raising two children, and after training and coaching hundreds of managers, is that my inclinations and understanding around accountability began at a very young age with my own parents insisting on sticking to the deal and coming clean when you screwed up. I learned early on that accountability isn’t just about what you’re going to do; it’s also about what you did or didn’t do.  I did a lot of cleanup when I didn’t come home in time to let the dog out. I spent some weekends at home when I missed my curfew. I lost my car keys when I drove too many friends at once. Conversations were had. They were not fun. They were not easy, but they occurred every time, consistently. Consequences followed. And while at the time there may have been some adolescent resentment on my part, I did get over it. 

			Don’t get me wrong—my parents were not disciplinarians. They were fun; they still are. But they did not shy away when those important conversations were necessary. There was no “wait until your father gets home.” Feedback was immediate, unless there was too much anger, in which case we spoke when rational sensibilities returned—something that can happen surprisingly fast. 

			I was also accustomed at an early age to understand that accountability is personal. My offenses were not just the breaking of abstract rules; they were transgressions against my mother’s or my father’s wishes and expectations. Serious as that might sound, it meant that I was never afraid of my parents or worried about what they’d do if I transgressed the rules. There was always clarity. I knew when I was crossing a line or not sticking to the deal. I knew when I was making a bad decision. And as I got older and more independent, that just raised the stakes of the game when it came to weighing the consequences of my actions. 

			When it came to enforcing accountability, my parents did not disappoint—at the kitchen table, during dinner, in the car, at the grocery store, at the movies, in front of my friends; wherever we were when feedback was needed, they rose to the occasion. They met my eyeballs with a practical conversation designed to guide me back toward more responsible and appropriate behavioral choices. They did their best to positively influence my decision-making and my actions, all the while standing behind me with full support, even at the worst of times.

			I’ve come to understand that not everyone has this sort of experience during their formative years. As I came into the professional arena and began to pay close attention to how people choose to behave and take action, I found myself aggravated by others who had a tendency not to stick to the deal. I was amazed at how common it was, how easy it was for some people to look outside of themselves for any excuse not to deliver what they had promised or were being paid to do. So, like most, I got frustrated, even angry, but I lived with it. 

			What else could I do?

			Then began my career in training development and design, a path I followed after my theater career, apprenticed to my mother who was a lifelong teacher, first in high school American history then in adult education for nonprofits and eventually corporations. From her, again, I learned that the very question “What else can I do?” was already a way of avoiding accountability. Joining my mother’s thriving training enterprise, I learned firsthand about collaboration, accountability, and timely product delivery in corporate environments. As it turned out, my mother and I had very complementary skill sets for designing and delivering behavior change through corporate training programs.

			Over the next ten years, she and I, along with the help of my brother and eventually my father—I may have mentioned that accountability was strong in our family—worked on testing and perfecting management trainings in interpersonal communication skills. 

			My mother and I both knew intuitively that one-and-done wasn’t ever good enough. From our own commitment to “sticking to the deal” for our clients, we knew we needed to deliver something that really shifted behaviors and measurably improved skills. We were able to innovate highly impactful skills training and performance development techniques that I am still using, and improving, today—some thirty-plus years later.

			Here’s the Deal

			Accountability was our thing—not just as a family standard and operating principle but as a focus for trainings that we shared across the globe. We understood intuitively that no matter where we worked, what clients we had, what industry those clients were in, one primary source of pain for every organization was the struggle around driving accountability with employees and teams, leaders, and managers. “There’s no accountability here” is a sentence that’s literally heard around the world.

			We chose to dissect what we did as a family and how we did it to see if there was something there that we could share with clients at a professional level. The result of that effort is the OwnUp! program. It’s been tested, improved, and validated by thousands of managers in multiple countries. It’s the foundation of that program that I share with you here. I want you to experiment with it and begin your own practice for holding yourself and others accountable every day.

			To help you up your game, I’ll guide you through three shifts (see figure 1). These shifts are an expansion of your thinking about results, what people did or didn’t do, and the tasks that need to be completed to get you back to the results you wanted in the first place. Yes! You want to think about that in terms of accountability, and you also want to approach it from a people-first perspective to include how things are done or not done, as well as what needs to change and how you help your people develop so as not to keep going around in circles on performance issues. We start with Part I: Value Shift. This section of the book asks you to check your head on how you think about accountability, how it’s really defined, and why your approach to it matters. It’s the part where we set up the rules of the game and have a look at the playing arena. Part II: Skill Shift lays out a model I call the Six Ownership Steps (or S.O.S.) and walks you through each step that you would apply in an effective accountability conversation. Part II is what you do when you’re in the arena; this is where all the drama—the dust and sweat and blood—might occur. Of course, you’ll want to skip right to Part II because that’s why you picked up this book. Don’t do it. When you shortcut Part I, chances are you’ll suck at Part II and can continue to expect mostly blood from your encounters. You can’t jump to excellence in conversation when you haven’t taken time to unpack all your bags around accountability in the first place. Part III: Time Shift explains how true ownership for performance includes ownership for needed change and improvement as well. Taking up the skill set of a manager-as-coach really is like watching your arena footage to see what specific strategies and changes are needed to win. 
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			Figure 1

			So I strongly recommend you read the entirety of this book in the order it’s presented. You’ll save yourself the awkward experience of the moment you realize you should have done that to begin with. Reconsider your urge to shortcut the process and trust me to take you through it step by step.

			
Part I 

			
Value Shift
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			Figure 2

			Accountability is one of those words we all know and use but a skill that very few practice with any consistency. Accountability is about managing relationships. It’s not a process so much as it’s what sits between people. It is not punitive. It is not a consequence, and it is not justice. Accountability is an act of clarity. Its only outcome is clarity around ownership of either actions or inactions and of the choices associated with those actions or inactions. 

			We’re all too familiar with current challenges to the practice of accountability. On the one hand, there’s the demand that there be more of it, and on the other hand, in more extreme cases, there’s demand for some accountability where there has been none. We know the long history of the absence of corporate accountability, which includes the Enron debacle, the ExxonMobil Valdez and the BP Deepwater Horizon spills, and the Volkswagen emissions shenanigans. More recently there’s been account fraud at Wells Fargo, Cambridge Analytica and Facebook scandals, and Boeing 737 MAX crashes. These and other examples like them stand out among circumstances in which there has been sustained clamoring for people and organizations to take responsibility for their choices, words, and actions. The very scale and depth of many of these issues can make accountability seem exhausting, frustrating, time-consuming, and even impossible. However, accountability is exactly the right rallying cry for when we’ve all had enough. 

			We’ve all been let down and disappointed in what we’ve expected from our leaders, peacekeepers, legislators, schools, workplaces, 
and—for some—our families, neighbors, and friends. We are living through a time when everyone seems to be running amok with their blame-throwers all fired up, torching whomever and whatever they see fit. Intuitively, we know that we need more accountability, that there has never been a more appropriate time for developing and enforcing it. But—and given the fact that we haven’t seen enough of it lately in public life—what exactly does accountability look like? And do we have any idea of the practical steps we might take to achieve it?

			Given the wide scope of its applicability in work and in life, accountability is one of the most powerful skill sets you will ever master. It’s a character-defining practice that touches everything—every single relationship you have. When you master accountability, you find your center as a person, you lay a critical foundation for how you show up in the world and how you can deal with that world more effectively. Mastering accountability gives you the understanding and the power to make your life better, which, in turn, has the benefit of making the lives of those around you better too.  

			For that reason, the most important thing you need to know at the start of this book is that accountability starts with you. That may not be what you want to hear. But it’s the truth of the matter, a truth that I’ll work to convince you of as you read through the chapters that follow. 

			I’m guessing the reason you picked up this book is because, like the rest of us, you struggle to get accountability right, either personally or organizationally, or both. If that’s so, consider yourself among the brightest minds in human resources and organizational development who have been working to understand this topic for years. 

			The increased pace of change (and corresponding pressure) within our work environments has brought issues of accountability to the fore. First, there was attention paid to people management more broadly than before. With that came the utilization of accountability conversations as an exercise for aligning performance to organizational goals; in other words, accountability was understood to be part of performance management. These conversations typically occurred as part of performance review, which for many is once or twice a year. The primary outcome of these conversations, however, was being ranked and rated. Then there was a more radical shift within some organizations. Performance management came to be understood more as an ongoing development tool with a focus on helping people perform better in their roles and grow in their careers. To quote Josh Bersin, an expert and researcher in the field as well as a principal at Bersin by Deloitte: 

			While all this technological change has been occurring—taking us to the precipice of a major change in platforms (from cloud to mobile)—there has also been a major shift in business focus. Today, companies are far less focused on automating and integrating their talent practices. Instead, they are worried about employee engagement, teamwork, innovation, and collaboration.… The real focus is on reinventing how people work; creating team-based tools for goal alignment and coaching; putting in place systems to provide feedback and measure engagement; and rethinking the way we measure performance, manage careers, and enable individual learning. Overall, we see this as a shift from the integrated talent management practices of the early 2000s to the people management concerns of today.7

			Today, we even have full three-day business conferences on how to work human. Gallup has pioneered a data revolution based on measuring employee engagement, and companies are focused on understanding cultural challenges and management mindsets in order to glean a stronger human capital strategy. In 2020, Gary Hamel, a deep and influential thinker and writer on management and organizational structures in business, put out a book called Humanocracy: Creating Organizations as Amazing as the People Inside Them, which focuses on reinventing management, flipping the proverbial pyramid—the top-down organizational structure also known as “command and control”—and giving more people ownership, control, and freedom within organizations. 

			My claim in this book is that the very ideas behind these sorts of changes situate accountability as a prerequisite at every level. You need accountability for performance in order to achieve any of the human capital outcomes your business is aiming for. That’s to say, you need accountability to be done well and consistently. For that to occur, the first thing you’ll likely need to do is shift your values. 
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Chapter 1

			
Accountability in Context

			Everything I’m sharing with you is perfectly applicable outside the workplace (at home, with your kids, with volunteer organizations, and the like), but my focus here is on the business application of accountability practices. We spend most of our time at work, and whether we are managers, leaders, or individual contributors on a team, the opportunity to practice accountability comes almost daily. Depending on the size of your team and the performance pressure you’re under, that opportunity might come almost hourly. As you develop excellence in driving accountability, you’ll see how these skills essentially become part of who you are and how you roll. Accountability will stop becoming something you have to do in order to get the important stuff done or deliver results. It will stop being a chore. You’ll no longer feel insecure or trepidatious about how to deal with difficult people or tough situations that threaten project success or the achievement of desired results.

			Your ability to apply the knowledge and skills I’ll share with you here will take the heartache out of negative feedback and give you confidence to stand in the moment and purposefully build trust. That will create better work relationships, as well as better teamwork and stronger overall alignment. Ultimately, accountability is a powerful and positive skill set that positions you as a powerful and positive professional. 

			As with everything relative to success, you’ll have to work at it––more so in the beginning, less so after it becomes a habit. Most important, you’ll have to acknowledge that practicing accountability is a choice. You either choose to master it or you don’t and accept that you’ll go on doing the same things you’ve always done, still expecting a different result. 

			It’s a Downshift, Not an Upshift

			Here’s where the issue of a values shift becomes relevant. Not until you situate accountability as a central focus of your management practice will you reap the benefits. When you downshift, you gain traction and control. If you’re going to increase your speed to results, you must downshift when taking the curves and corners. Dealing with accountability is akin to cornering before you hit the straightaway. Taking that second to shift slows you down and offers you a second to strategize before you hit the gas. It’s a moment to recognize what’s most important in your next move.

			Immediate Gain and Better Execution

			When you shift from ignoring, avoiding, or postponing on the one hand to belittling, humiliating, and punishing bad behaviors, poor choices, and disappointing results on the other, you’ll value facing performance issues as they occur. To the extent that you come to value clarity, curiosity, and composure in those conversations, your gains in performance will come faster and easier. Your employees’ ability to execute will increase.

			Better Credibility, Personally and Organizationally

			Generally speaking, your technical and subject matter expertise no longer matters when you become a manager or leader. Your experience in those areas, while useful from a coaching perspective, is no longer as critical as your ability to manage the people who report to you. You can have all the technical know-how in the world, but if you allow underperformers to consistently underdeliver, if you do not address performance issues and unmet expectations effectively and in a timely manner, you are no longer credible, no matter how great your past experience and depth of technical knowledge. So no accountability = no results = no cred. When you shift to valuing relationships over expertise, you’ll move toward greater credibility among those you’re responsible for managing.

			Reduced Rework and/or Work-Arounds

			Accountability begins with clarity of expectations. Greater clarity drives better decision-making and fewer mistakes from your team members, and that increases your chances of getting things right the first time. My manufacturing colleagues, for example, know that first-time quality is critical for cost savings, but the insight applies across the board, regardless of your specific industry. My point here also applies both to business profitability and to achieving a desirable business culture.

			Accountability will also lead to less of a requirement to work around other people. When I say work around, I’m not talking about a technical process. I’m talking about dealing with people who are regularly referred to as difficult, toxic, retired in place, not a team player, or blame shifters. You know these people, and you know how they can be shifted around within an organization, going from group to group, department to department. These are the people we learn to work around because we can’t seem to get them to step up to the plate in a functional and meaningful way. Instead of dealing with them, we invent ways to work around them. Using accountability to solve the dilemma of the work-around leads to cost savings, as well as improvements in company culture.

			Increased Productivity and Less Organizational Cost

			In their book An Everyone Culture: Becoming a Deliberately Developmental Organization, Robert Kegan and Lisa Laskow Lahey diagnose a problem that plagues organizations in which accountability is not part of daily work life. They write: 

			In an ordinary organization, most people are doing a second job no one is paying them for. In businesses large and small … people are spending time and energy covering up their weaknesses, managing other people’s impressions of them, showing themselves to their best advantage, playing politics, hiding their inadequacies, hiding their uncertainties, hiding their limitations. Hiding.

			To this they add:

			We regard this as the single-biggest loss of resources that organizations suffer every day.… The total cost of this waste is simple to state and staggering to contemplate: it prevents organizations and the people who work in them from reaching their full potential.8

			In the world of workplace performance accountability, we describe this sort of hiding as denial of ownership or an unwillingness to be accountable for workplace performance decisions, an unwitting choice to adhere to hidden cultural or personal objectives (serving our fears instead of our potential)—a practice that results in a costly cultural norm for many organizations. It’s a momentum killer. When you shift from valuing fear to valuing potential, you’ll create momentum. Accountability removes the need for hiding, which begets better decision-making and better outcomes. Best of all, a shift in productivity can happen as the result of a single conversation.

			Increased Trust and Reliability

			Trust is the holy grail of workplace culture because it’s so foundational for our connectivity as human beings. You have an opportunity to build trust with every conversation you have and every behavior after the fact. Trust is complex, just as relationships are complex. It requires the work of two: the trusting and the trustworthy. It denotes dependability and reliability and is created through interactions and behaviors that match statements and intentions. Trust is far less fragile than we believe it to be, and it can be cultivated faster than we think. Practicing accountability on a daily basis builds both trust and respect faster. Higher trust drives higher productivity because less time is spent double-checking, waiting for action or decisions, and dealing with lip service or malicious compliance and other interpersonal problems such as blaming, criticizing, and the like. When you value trust over doubt and manipulation, you’ll internally motivate and engage employees. Mistakes will undoubtedly be made, but when there is trust, there is a reliable way forward through learning and problem-solving. 

			Higher Engagement

			With accountability practices firmly in place, you can purposefully achieve higher engagement, meaning more personal investment in a job or task, as well as in the organization as a whole. The effects of engagement include reduced turnover, enthusiasm, commitment, and willingness to go the extra mile. When employees have clarity about expectations, they know what to do, and when they get useful feedback, they know how they’re doing. These simple-sounding details allow them to take actions and make decisions that are better for themselves, the department, and the business as a whole. They are allowed to achieve, to learn through failure, and to keep trying because they are supported and therefore motivated to do so.

			A Better Business

			Accountability is a challenge that lives at every level of management. There are nuances in the way the skills are applied that differ from frontline manager to senior executive, but the baseline skills remain the same.

			One manager who is excellent at driving and holding accountability is a good thing. But imagine what can happen if your entire management team gets better at driving and holding others accountable—not just their direct reports but peer to peer, as well as up-line. Better accountability means better clarity and communication, which mean better relationships, more loyalty, less turnover, higher productivity, and happier employees. A dynamic performance culture can only be achieved and sustained if it’s supported by a managerial performance standard centered around accountability. By establishing solid baseline skills around accountability, you build a performance standard for your managers—the stewards who deliver your performance culture.
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